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1. NAME OF PROPERTY 



HISTORIC NAME: United States Post Office 

OTHER NAMES/SITE NUMBER: Old Chicago Main Post Office 



2. LOCATION 



STREET & NUMBER: 433 West Van Buren Street NOT FOR PUBLICATION: N/A 

CITY OR TOWN: Chicago VICINITY: 

STATE: IL CODE: 031 COUNTY: Cook ZIP CODE: 60607 



3. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION 



As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986. as amended. I hereby certify that this X nomination 

request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places a> 

meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property meets does not meet tl 

National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property be considered significant ^ nationally statewide locally. ( St 



contiiuiation sheet for additional comments.)/ 

757 '//" 



Signature of certifying official Date 

State Historic Preservation Officer, Illinois Historic Preservation Agency 
State or Federal agency and bureau 



In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. 

( __ See continuation sheet for additional comments.) 



Signature of commenting or other official 



Date 



State or Federal agency and bureau 



4. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION 



1 hereby certify that this property is: Signature of the Keeper Date of Action 

entered in the National Register 

See continuation sheet. 

determined eligible for the National Register 

Sec continuation sheet. 

determined not eligible for die National Register 

removed from the National Register 



other (explain): 
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County and State: Cook County, Illinois 



5. CLASSIFICATION 



OWNERSHIP OF PROPERTY: Public: United States Postal Service 

CATEGORY OF PROPERTY: 

X Building(s) 

District 

Site 

Structure 
Object 



NUMBER OF RESOURCES WITHIN PROPERTY: 


CONTRIBUTING 


NONCONTRIBUTING 


BUILDINGS 


1 


0 


SITES 


0 


0 


STRUCTURES 


0 


0 


OBJECTS 


0 


0 


TOTAL 


1 


0 



NUMBER OF CONTRIBUTING RESOURCES PREVIOUSLY LISTED IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER: N/A 
NAME OP RELATED MULTIPLE PROPERTY LISTING: N/A 



6. FUNCTION OR USE 



HISTORIC FUNCTIONS: GOVERNMENT/ Post Office 



CURRENT FUNCTIONS: VACANT/ Not in use 



7. DESCRIPTION 



ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIFICATION: Classical Revival/ Art Deco 

MATERIALS: 

FOUNDATION: Concrete 
ROOF: Asphalt 
WALLS: Limestone 
OTHER: TerraCotta 
Granite 



NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION: See Continuation Sheets 
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 



APPLICABLE NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA: 

X A. Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history. 

B. Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 

X C. Properly embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type , period, or method of construction or represents the work of 
master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lac 
individual distinction.. 

D. Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory • or history. 

CRITERIA CONSIDERATIONS: N/A 

A. Owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes. 

B. Removed from its original location. 

C. A birthplace or a grave. 

D. A cemetery’. 

E. A reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

F. A commemorative property. 

G. Less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years. 

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE: ARCHITECTURE; COMMUNICATIONS; POLITICS/GOVERNMENT; 
TRANSPORTATION; COMMERCE 

PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANCE: 1921-1951 SIGNIFICANT DATES: 1921,1934 

SIGNIFICANT PERSON: N/A 
CULTURAL AFFILIATION: N/A 

ARCHITECT/BUILDER: Graham, Anderson Probst & White 
NARRATIVE STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: See Continuation Sheets 



9. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 



bibliography: See Continuation Sheets 

PREVIOUS DOCUMENTATION ON FILE(NPS): N/A 

preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested. 

previously listed in the National Register 

X previously determined eligible by the National Register ( 1 983) 

designated a National Historic Landmark 

recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey # 

recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # 

PRIMARY LOCATION OF ADDITIONAL DATA 

X State Historic Preservation Office Other State agency 

Federal agency X Local Government: Commission on Chicago Landmarks 

University Other: Name of repository: 
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10. GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 

ACREAGE OF PROPERTY: Less than one acre 

UTM REFERENCES: ZONE EASTING NORTHING 

1 16 447 000 4636000 

2 

VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION: See Continuation Sheet 
BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION: See Continuation Sheet 

11. FORM PREPARED BY 

NAME/TITLE: Susan M. Baldwin and Caleb Christopher 
ORGANIZATION: Baldwin Historic Properties 
STREET & NUMBER: 233 East Wacker Drive #410 
CITY OR TOWN: Chicago STATE: IL 

ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION 

CONTINUATION SHEETS: 

MAPS: 

A USC,S MAP (7.5 OR 15 MINUTE SERIES) INDICATING THE PROPERTY’S LOCATION. 

A FLOOR PLAN(S) FOR INDIVIDUAL PROPERTIES 

A SKETCH MAP FOR HISTORIC DISTRICTS AND PROPERTIES HAVING LARGE ACREAGE 
OR NUMEROUS RESOURCES. 

PHOTOGRAPHS: 

REPRESENTATIVE BLACK AND WHITE PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE PROPERTY. 

ADDITIONAL ITEMS: 

PROPERTY OWNER 

NAME: John Sorenson C/O Unites States Postal Service 

STREET & NUMBER: 4301 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 300 TELEPHONE: 703.526.2782 

CITY OR TOWN: Arlington STATE: VA ZIP CODE: 22203 

I’a/vrMiirk Reduction Act Slate mem: this information is beuif; collected Jot applications 10 the National Register of Historic 1‘laces la nominate pro/ terties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, id list properties, 
to amend existing listings. Res/umse to this request is required to obtain a benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act. as amend'd <16 (ISA '. -1 70 el seq ). estimated Harden Statement: Public 
re/xtrling burden for this form is estimated to average IS. / hours per response including the time for reviewing instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and coniftleliiig and reviewing the form. Direct comments 
regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of this farm to the Chief. Administrative Services Dm si on. National Park Service. P.0. Hot 37127. Washington. IX' 20013-712 7; ami the Office of Management and Paperwc 
Reductions project (102-1-0018), Washington, DC 20503. 
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7. DESCRIPTION : 

The Site 

Located just west of the Chicago River which bounds Chicago’s Loop, the United States Post Office building, 
commonly referred to as the Old Chicago Main Post Office, was built in two phases - an original 1921 section 
(built as the United States Mail Building), originally facing north and now visible only on the east facing the 
Chicago River, with a much larger 1934 structure forming a taller, c-shaped mass surrounding and 
encompassing the original. The 1934 construction resulted in the demolition of eight structural bays of the 
earlier building, four at the north end (including the original public entrance) and four at the south end. In plan, 
the full structure occupies two city blocks, bounded by Van Buren Street on the north. Canal Street on the west, 
Harrison Street on the south, and the Chicago River on the east. The Eisenhower Expressway bisects the 
building extending east-west on the ground level, with the remaining floors of the building spanning over the 
expressway. The entire structure is also built above a major rail yard, which services the Chicago Union Statioi 
just to the north of the post office. The post office building is roughly massed as a rectilinear cube 
approximately 800 feet long in the north/south direction by 345 feet long in the east-west direction, with towers 
at the four comers. There is a setback on the east side of the building running the full length between the comer 
towers, with the lower section of the structure being the remaining portion of the original 1921 building. The 
general mass of the building stands approximately 190 feet high, with the comer towers at 230 feet and the east 
setback at approximately 1 1 5 feet. 

The structure is built on a steel frame structure spanning rail yards below, so that none of the existing site is at 
grade level. The site is comprised of concrete sidewalks and curbs, and concrete or asphalt paving at parking 
areas and access drives. 

The north end of the site (Van Buren Street) includes a monumental granite stairway leading to the building’s 
main entrance, with large flanking lighting towers. These towers are ornamental bronze and glass, square in 
plan and rectilinear in elevation. Existing bronze handrails at the stairs are not original to the building. Concrete 
sidewalks and curbs run along Van Buren Street, with large, granite-clad planters spaced along the curb line, 
which are not original to the building. 

The east side of the site is divided into north and south segments by the Eisenhower Expressway. The south 
segment includes a concrete apron and service drive between the Post Office building and an adjacent 
warehouse building. The adjacent warehouse building is not included in this site. Where the adjacent building 
steps back, away from the post office building, the concrete deck at sidewalk level ends at a low concrete wall, 
exposing the rail yard below. The north segment of the east side includes concrete sidewalks and curbs, a 
concrete handicapped ramp serving the main lobby and a concrete drive serving the loading dock areas. 
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Between the building and the river, there is a steel-framed concrete deck (a later addition to the site) that spans 
the rail yards below, with an access street ramming down to the rail yards along the river's edge. 

The south side of the site includes a concrete sidewalk and curbs along Harrison Street. Sidewalk cuts and 
ramps are located near the center of the building to service six vehicular entrances into the building at this end. 
The west side of the site (Canal Street) is divided into north and south segments, divided by the Eisenhower 
Expressway structure. The north segment includes concrete sidewalks and curbs, and a concrete parking area. 
This part of the site is bounded on the west with a concrete retaining wall, painted steel guardrail and chain-linl 
fence along the edge of Canal Street, where the street ramps down to pass under the expressway. This conditio 
also occurs at the south segment of the west side of the site. This south segment is a similar arrangement to the 
north segment, with the same materials. 

Area lighting throughout the site is provided primarily by building-mounted, industrial type fixtures, with 
similar pole-mounted fixtures located on the east side of the site and along the Canal Street retaining wall. 

The building itself is not lit, but there are numerous light fixtures attached to the building and surrounding the 
building that have been installed over time, in addition to the original standing bronze ornamental fixtures on 
the north elevation entrance. 

The style of the building as completed in 1934 is incorporates elements of “stripped classicism” with 
streamlined Art Deco in the strong vertical emphasis and stylized decoration. The primary exterior material is 
limestone, with painted steel windows. The main body of the building has painted metal spandrel panels abovt 
and below the windows, while the comer towers have terra cotta spandrel panels. The building exterior is 
expressed as a distinct base, shaft and top, with the base treatment approximately 45 feet in height. The base 
elements consist of 2-story high openings which are as wide as two window bays on the "shaft" above. 
Limestone piers flank the openings and continue across the opening lintels. The openings are inset with fluted 
marble casings, which are in turn filled with full-height divided light glazing. Doors into the main lobby, facin 
north towards Van Buren Street, consist of rectangular marble archways set into the glazed openings. The sout 
elevation facing Harrison Street has a more horizontal treatment between the comer towers to facilitate the larg 
openings into the building's interior ramps and loading docks. A similar treatment occurs on the west elevatior 
facing Canal Street, between the comer towers, where loading dock openings occur south of the expressway an 
recessed, ornamental painted steel and glass panels occur north of the expressway. The “shaft” of the building 
is very uniform and consists of continuous vertical window/spandrel panels flanked by continuous vertical 
limestone piers. At the comer towers, the vertical windows are paired to match the width of the openings in thi 
base, with each pair being capped by a single square window above. The towers step back slightly at the top 
floor to create a cap, also with square windows, and also step back at the comers. Two service elevator shafts 
are expressed on the exterior of the building on the east side, at the setback above the original 1921 structure. 
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Building Facades 

The east elevation of the building incorporates the original 1921 structure, which was built as a mail 
distribution center rather than a post office, and was designed in keeping with the surrounding industrial area as 
laid out in the Burnham plan for Chicago, it has remained a distribution facility, with loading and receiving 
functions, throughout its history. The style might be described as “industrial Beaux-Arts”. Large openings on 
the ground level span between column lines to allow access to loading docks that recessed within. Facade 
details at the ground and second floors create a base element around the original building, with punched second 
floor windows and a thin cornice above. The windows are large and horizontal to allow maximum light 
penetration into the interior spaces. Between the windows are simple brick pilasters that run from the base 
element to a limestone cornice at the parapet. Two vertical elements are incorporated in this elevation, 
composed of additional pilasters inset between the regular column spacing, with a decorative pediment 
extending above the cornice line. The north facade, facing Van Buren Street, gave access to a parcel post 
service. This entrance was more ornate, with a Doric style portico forming the public entrance. The exterior 
material on the original building is primarily glazed brick, with painted steel divided-light windows. The 
original design for the 1934 addition included recladding the entire east facade of the 1921 building to match th 
newer design, but this was never completed. When the “tunnel” for the future expressway was cut through the 
base of the building, a square limestone archway was added to frame the new opening in the building’s exterior 
wall. 

1921 CONSTRUCTION: 

The eastern facade is the only remaining exterior wall of the original 1921 building. Four full bays at each of th 
north and south ends were demolished to make way for the 1934 building, with the original west facade now 
buried inside the enlarged building. The remaining facade is constructed of buff-colored brick with terra cotta 
detailing. The base of this east wall consists of large openings for loading docks. While the openings remain, 
the infill of the openings has been altered from the original over time. In addition to the demolition of the 
original northern and southern ends of the building during the construction of the 1934 building, a portion of th< 
street level at the center of the building was removed to allow for the construction of the tunnel that now houses 
the Eisenhower Expressway. The 1921 brick facade, laid in common bond, is in good condition with no major 
damage to the exterior. The facade around the newer expressway opening was re-clad in limestone to match the 
design of the 1934 building. At the loading docks, the original openings were enlarged by removing the lintels 
and small windows above, and installing new lintels at a higher level. The brick areas around the new lintels 
were infilled with new, mismatched brick. 

At the street level on the east elevation, there are loading dock openings below the monumental windows and 
continuing south on the 1921 United States Mail Building facade. To the south of the tower elevation, on the 
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1921 facade simple doors into the building are generally recessed from the face of the building, set in from the 
dock openings. At the fourth opening south from the tower, there is an original elevator shaft, containing three 
freight elevators, as indicated on the plans. 

The east facade is the only remaining exterior wall of the original 1921 building, which rises to a height of six 
stories. The second story windows are similar to those of the upper stories except that they are slightly narrowe: 
openings, punched into the brick facade. Above the 45 foot base of the building, the fenestration pattern is 
regular, with sets of three windows divided by thin metal mullions, set between continuous brick piers that rise 
to the comice at the top of the building. The windows are fixed-panel, steel frame, divided light with operable 
hinged vent sashes located in the center of each window. Window openings and parapets do not have any 
flashings installed. Some original window openings have been infilled with masonry. Some of the windows or 
window sash have been replaced with louvers. 

The 1921 United States Mail Building features terra cotta cornices at several levels, all of simple design. Abov 
the third story is a composite projecting comice below a decorative frieze with a Greek fret pattern. Another 
terra cotta comice is at the original top. fifth story. 

1934 CONSTRUCTION 

The primary exterior material of the 1934 structure is limestone cladding, with a low black granite base around 
the building's perimeter. The primary' elevations on the north, west and south sides of the building feature largt 
comer towers, each taller than the main mass of the building, with the building’s mass spanning the area 
between the towers. The towers also flank the 1921 structure, but the main mass of this side of the building is 
recessed about three bays from the face of the 1921 older structure. The recessed area of the east facade is clad 
in buff-colored face brick, laid in common bond, similar to that of the 1921 structure instead of the limestone 
used across the rest of the building. The towers and main mass of the building are each divided into a distinct 
base, shaft and cap. 

The building’s base is approximately 45 feet tall, divided into two stories, and is distinctly different from the 
main mass of the building. A shallow limestone comice runs continuously around the top of the base, as does a 
low, black granite flush base. The base of the comer towers, and of the north facade at the building’s main 
entrance, is composed of heavy limestone piers, fluted on the inside vertical faces and capped by a heavy 
limestone lintel. Ornamental aluminum-framed windows infill the openings between the piers and run 
continuously up two stories. At the base of the window openings are limestone shelves supported by simplified 
balustrades. At the southern towers, at the west and east elevations, the large windows do not extend to the 
ground, but instead are held up by metal lintels to allow for ground-level openings into the building. The west 
facade base is divided into northern and southern segments by the openings for the Eisenhower Expressway 
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tunnel, clad with a rectangular archway of flush limestone. This section of the building’s base is designed as 
large, horizontal openings spanning full column bays, and contains either loading docks (at the south end) or 
ornamental storefronts (at the north end). The columns between the bays are clad with fluted cast iron 
enclosures. Rectangular punched windows (three per bay, single-light, double hung, steel frame) occur at the 
second level, above the large street-level openings. This base design is repeated at the south facade of the 
building, between the comer towers, where entrances to interior vehicular ramps are located. 

The main lobby entrances at Van Buren Street on the north elevation, and its flanking tower bases, are in 
generally good condition. Seven of the bays along the north elevation contain entrances: the three central bays 
and two on each end. Between these openings are two similar openings on each side which contain 
information windows. The entrances consist of bronze revolving doors set in freestanding, white marble 
surrounds and flanked by bronze radiator grilles. One of the revolving entrance doors on each end have been 
removed, with operable panel double doors installed in the circular enclosures. The revolving doors are in poor 
condition and do not meet current codes. The marble surrounds are in turn set within two-story recessed 
openings that are otherwise filled with monumental mulli-paned windows of ornamental cast metal frames and 
ntullions. The metal frames are currently painted. The information windows between the sets of entrances have 
been boarded over below the windows. A monumental granite stair with flanking ornamental light towers leads 
up to the lobby entrances. These original light fixtures are a composite Art Deco design of rectangular 
segments, and remain in good condition. A series of bronze, cantilevered flag poles have been added to the 
north facade piers. 

Above the building’s base, the facade of the upper level “shaft” is divided into uniform vertical limestone piers 
with recessed strips of vertical window openings between. Three window bays span each structural column bay 
Windows at this section of the building are mostly triple-hung, single light with painted steel frames, although 
some are double-hung. Spandrel panels in this area are painted ornamental aluminum. This facade design is 
repeated on the west, north and south facades, between the corner towers and above the building base. The 
facade of the east side of the building, above the 1921 structure, is a similar design but clad in brick instead of 
limestone. This brick was tuckpointed sometime in the not-too-distant past. The facades of the comer towers 
are very similar to that of the rest of the building with two exceptions. First, the double-hung windows are 
grouped in pairs divided by narrow, continuous stone ntullions, flanked by wider limestone piers which continu 
the lines of the wide base piers below. Second, the spandrel panels are of a different material - black terra cotta 
at the towers, versus metal elsewhere. The comers of the towers have shallow setbacks of limestone cladding, 
which continue upwards to form a cap above. 

The cap elements of the facades differ between the main building mass and the comer towers. At the main 
mass, the vertical piers of the shaft are capped by a thin limestone comice. The facade then steps back slightly 
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as a solid limestone bad, one story tall, with punched, square window openings. These windows are triple-hur 
painted steel and single-light, similar to those below. The caps of the towers are a bit more elaborate. The 
vertical shafts continue one story higher than at the main mass, and are then ended by larger, square windows. 
Each of these windows spans two window bays below. A horizontal limestone frieze is located above the 
square windows, and then the facade steps back slightly. The setback forms a limestone-clad cap with more 
square windows, which is in turn capped with a limestone cornice. 

All the north, west and south elevations of the upper stories have essentially the same fenestration pattern. Thi 
main building shaft elevations between the four comer towers are divided into slightly projecting vertical 
limestone piers with continuous vertical window openings between, separated only by the spandrels. Three 
window bays span each column bay. The windows are mostly triple-hung, single- light sash with painted steel 
frames, although some are double-hung. The patlern of the comer towers is similar, though the windows are 
double-hung, and set in pairs divided by slender continuos brick mullions and flanked by the projecting piers 
rising from the base. 

On the main portion of the 1934 building, the vertical piers are capped by a narrow limestone cornice, in fair 
condition. The facade then steps back slightly as a solid limestone band, one story tall, with punched, square 
window openings. The caps of the towers are a bit more elaborate. The vertical shafts continue one story high 
than at the main mass, and are then ended by larger, square windows, each of which spans two window bays 
below. A horizontal limestone frieze is located above the square windows, and then the facade steps back 
slightly, forming a limestone-clad cap with more square windows, capped in turn with a limestone comice. 

At the top of the building, the facade then steps back slightly as a solid limestone band, one- story tall, with 
punched, square window openings. These windows are triple-hung, painted steel and single-light, similar to 
those below. The towers continue one story higher than the main mass, and are then ended by larger, square 
windows. Each of these windows spans two window bays below. A horizontal limestone frieze is located 
above the square windows, and then the facade steps back slightly. The setback forms a limestone-clad cap wi 
more square windows, which is in turn capped with a limestone comice. 

All sections of the building have a flat, built-up roof behind a twelve-foot high parapet wall. Mechanical 
penthouses and equipment are located on the roof. The original 1921 building included two small elevator 
equipment penthouses, still existing, located behind the ornamental pediments at the tops of the elevator shaft 
towers. These are not visible from the street level. A new mechanical penthouse has been added to the roof o: 
the structure, covering most of the original roof area. The general mass of this new penthouse matches the 
height of the original parapet, and is not visible from the street. However, several smaller sections of the new 
penthouse project above the parapet level by approximately one story. These projections are visible from the 
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street, are clad in corrugated metal panels and are located along the face of the 1934 structure, set back from the 
east face of the building. 

The 1934 building includes two original penthouses, both clad in limestone and neither visible from the street. 
One is located in the northwest quadrant of the main roof and includes elevator equipment and an exit stair. Th 
other is located along the east wall parapet, and runs from the southeast to the northeast comer towers. The 
height of these penthouses match the height of the parapet, at approximately 12 feet above the roof level, and 
house elevator equipment, exit stairs and mechanical equipment. A new penthouse has been added, running 
from the east side of the original northwest quadrant structure towards the east, and connecting to the original 
penthouse at the east parapet. This new penthouse is dad with corrugated metal panels, and houses mechanical 
equipment. 

The building’s street level floor height is raised above the surrounding sidewalk level, creating changes in 
elevation between the interior and exterior of the building. The first floor windows of the north and south 
elevations and the towers wrapping around onto the first four bays of the east and west elevations are 
monumental two-story tall, fixed divided-light windows with aluminum frames. The frames have interior steel 
support members, and ornamental ironwork fascias. They are in generally good condition. The seals and 
caulking around the frames have failed, but the general structure and ornamentation is sound. Glass is in 
general need of replacement. 

The west elevation north of the expressway contains historic storefronts, which are recessed into larger bay 
openings in the limestone facade. The structural columns between the openings are clad in fluted cast iron 
enclosures, most of which are still existing but often are damaged. The storefronts are similar to the 
monumental windows at the main lobby, and consist of aluminum frames with ornamental cast iron fascia, with 
infill panels of painted metal or glass. Each storefront extends from the ground level floor to a recessed soffit 
condition above, with a flush granite base from the floor level to the sidewalk below. The storefronts are in 
good condition. An original employee entrance is still intact just south of the northwest comer tower, although 
is has been modified. Original doors have been replaced with contemporary anodized aluminum and glass 
doors. 

The west elevation south of the expressway has similar masonry openings to those of the storefronts, and the 
same cast iron column enclosures, but the recessed areas originally contained loading dock doors instead of 
storefront. Ornamental metal soffits, similar to the historic storefront, span the top of the facade openings from 
column to column. The original doors have been replaced with infill of newer overhead doors, coiling doors, 
man doors and windows. The street level of the south towers varies from the more typical conditions at the 
north end. While the southern faces of the towers match the typical layout, sections of the west and east faces 
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are different. At these areas, the two-story windows do not extend all the way to the ground, but are supported 
by metal lintels above the first floor, originally allowing additional access to loading docks, which are now- 
sealed shut. 

The center section of the south facade of the building includes two small sections of original storefront, flanking 
the loading dock doors and recessed into larger openings in the facade. These storefronts match those of the 
north segment of the west side of the building, described above. The center three bays of the facade originally 
included large overhead doors, one per structural bay, for access to the interior system of vehicular ramps and 
loading docks. The loading dock doors are detailed similarly to those at the south end of the west side of the 
building, described above. Small attendant booths have been added at the two column lines between the three 
bay openings. The original overhead doors have been removed and replaced with a mix of newer overhead 
doors, overhead coiling doors and man doors. Several of these newer doors have been sealed shut. An original 
employee entrance is located at the south face of the southeast comer tower, similar to the entrance at the north 
end of the west facade. This entrance has been modified, with new glass and metal doors set in the original 
frame. 

Interior 

Lobby 

A grand lobby stretches across the entire north end of the building, extending 350 feet from the west end to the 
east end. The lobby was originally T-shaped, with the leg of the T extending on a cross axis from the center of 
the main lobby south to the expressway tunnel. The “leg” functioned as ancillary service spaces, with a ceiling 
lower than the main lobby. This leg no longer exists. The north lobby is 40 feet wide, and consists of the long 
center portion with smaller sections at the west and east ends, separated by projecting pilasters on the north and 
south walls. A large, freestanding postal service kiosk sets at the center/west area of the lobby. Two overhead 
coiling grilles have been installed at the center and west areas, spanning from the south to the north walls. The 
lobby is clad in white marble, with a checkerboard and bordered stone floor. The even rhythm of the exterior 
bays is reflected on the back (south) wall of the lobby with matching pilasters. The opening between the 
pilasters contained teller booths at the ground level, with infill panels above clad in French gold glass mosaic 
tiles. These tiles are also used in the elevator lobbies at either end of the main lobby. The 38 foot high ceiling 
is ringed with a heavy plaster comice, with piaster “beams” spanning in the north-south direction. Large bronze 
and glass rectilinear pendants, similar to the light towers outside, are mounted along the center axis at regular 
intervals. The detailing throughout the lobby, while intricate and extensive, follows the simple, well- 
proportioned design of the rest of the building. 
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The walls of the lobby are divided into base, piers and cornice. A tall, black base runs around the perimeter of 
the lobby, made of either black granite at solid walls and piers, or black terra cotta at radiator cabinets. The 
height varies, but is around 24 inches. The piers along the exterior walls coincide with those at the exterior 
facade of the building, and run in a regular rhythm along the east, north and west walls. The south wall 
continues the same pier rhythm and detailing. All of the piers are continuous from the floor to the plaster 
cornice at the ceiling, and are clad with white marble. The marble is cut in flat, flush panels on the front faces, 
and fluted in the inside recessed vertical faces. Additional projecting piers separate the main lobby space from 
the east and west ends. Most of the wall marble is in good condition, except for sections that were demolished 
to mount the overhead coiling grilles. The area between the piers is infilled with monumental windows on the 
east, north and west walls. At the base of the windows is a radiator cabinet made of a white marble frame with 
tile infill, black terra cotta base and a bronze cap. 

The far east segment of the south wall remains substantially as originally built. Above the first story level 
openings in the south walls are infill panels clad in gold glass mosaic tiles, originally custom made in France. 
These tiles are substantially intact, and also occur above elevator doors and at the end of the elevator lobbies or 
the first floor. The center three bays of the south wall were originally open the full height of the walls, to a 
small vestibule area which transitioned down to a lower ceiling height at the former cross-axis corridor. The to 
portions of these openings have been infilled with white marble panels to match the adjacent piers. The south 
walls retain the original piers and overall design, but have been altered at the floor level. The original teller 
windows at the center portion of the lobby have been removed. At the east segment, the space between the piei 
that originally held teller windows is now open, providing access to new postal box areas to the south. At the 
west segment, the original teller windows have been replaced with new teller booths. At the far west end, 
former open spaces at the south wall have been infilled with new counters and doors. 

The ceiling of the lobby consists of a perimeter soffit and cornice, an overall field of ornamental beams and 
recessed plaster ceilings, and large, ornamental bronze pendant light fixtures. The perimeter soffit is made of 
painted plaster, which projects horizontally from the top of the wall before turning upwards into an ornamental 
comice. The flat horizontal plane contains gilded medallions spaced at regular interval around the perimeter of 
the lobby. The main field of the ceiling is divided into three sections that reflect the lobby plan (a main center 
lobby space with delineated east and west ends), by a soffit clad in marble to match the adjacent walls. Each o 
the three ceiling areas consists of a painted plaster ceiling plane with ornamental plaster “beams” spanning the 
short distance at regular intervals, with one beam for every two comice medallions. The ceiling planes betweei 
the beams are currently clad in acoustical ceiling tiles, presumably glued to the original plaster. Monumental 
light pendants are suspended from the ceiling plane along the center line of the lobby - six in the centra! lobby 
and one at each end. These pendants are ornamental bronze and glass, rectangular in shape and detailed 
similarly to the large standards outside of the main lobby entrance. 
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The original floors of the north lobby are still existing, and include a checkerboard field of beige and rose 
Tennessee marble, with a border of Belgium Black marble and dark rose Tennessee marble. There is a large 
intricate geometric pattern of circles and triangles formed in marble in the center. The lobby floors are intact 
and in generally good condition. 

Building Plan 

The long rectangular 1921 United States Mail Building is comprised of open floor work spaces arranged off the 
loading docks. The space originally included four to six elevator shafts, each containing three large freight 
elevators. Only two of these shafts remained after completion of the 1 934 building, both on the east face of the 
building. The northern shaft still remains, open from street level to the top of the 1921 building, containing 
three freight elevators. The southern shaft is also still extant, but only connects the street level with the rail yard 
below. 

The 1934 building originally contained 10 building cores, two of which contained only passenger elevators and 
the rest housing a combination of elevators, exit stairs and mechanical shafts. Twenty-two service elevators, 
eighteen passenger elevators and nine stairwells are spaced fairly regularly across the floor plate. Two 
passenger elevator cores are located off either end of the main lobby, and additional passenger elevator cores 
are located at each of the two employee entrances. The remaining cores contain large freight elevators, and are 
arranged in two rows running north-south. There is no grand, open or ornate staircase in the building, and no 
original stair shafts are existing in the 1921 building. Two of the stairs are in the east central portion of the 
building where the 1921 portion adjoins the 1934 portion and though within the old part, were constructed in 
1 934. There is one additional stairs by itself in the east portion of the 1 934 construction. All of the stairs are 
enclosed, utilitarian in nature, of steel and concrete construction. 

Between the north and south halves of the first floor, the building is bisected by the Eisenhower Expressway. 
The north half, behind the lobby, was originally bisected into easl and west areas by a wide corridor, the cross 
axis corridor of the main lobby, but this space has been altered. The space is now one large area containing 
rows of post office boxes, and open space. To the south of the expressway, east and west work areas are divide 
by two-way ramps flanked by loading docks. 

The north end of the second floor is the upper space of the two-story height of the lobby. To the south of that, 
the space is taken up by large open work/office areas, except that the southern half office areas are surrounding 
the upper level of the vehicle ramps coming up from the first floor, with platforms on either side and a 
driveway. The open space is basically unfinished, with concrete floors, exposed brick walls and exposed 
ceilings with mechanical equipment. 
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Office Portion 

Across the full width of the north end extending approximately 54 feet to the south (the depth of the tower) is 
the office portion of the building. At the center of this space is a rectangular lightwell, approximately 20 feet 
wide by 80 feet long originally, faced in white glazed brick. The east and west ends of the light well have each 
been filled in to the depth of two-and-a-half bays, covered with siding. In the east and west end tower sections 
of the office space are the building cores, with elevators and stairs. The double-loaded corridor on each floor o 
the office space follows around the light well. The office spaces have been altered over the years to meet 
changing needs. Generally, the ceilings have been lowered with suspended acoustic tile, and original 
baseboards, trim, and office configurations have been replaced. Walls in this section of the building are 
generally finished with plaster, drywall or wood paneling, in various conditions. Floors have been covered in 
various materials, and new partition walls have been built. The office space extends up to the twelfth floor, wit! 
lower ceiling heights than the work rooms. 

The typical office floors were on 3,4,5,6,7, 8,9,1 1. and 12. The typical office floor generally had seven foot widi 
double-loaded corridors extending in a shallow U shape around the central rectangular light court, with 
extensions leading to the east and west elevator foyers. The north/south portions of the U lead to exit stairwells 
The length and condition of the corridors varies. As originally designed, the corridors had green mosaic tile 
floors with a darker border, pink marble base, painted walls, and painted plaster ceilings. Office doors and 
frames were simple painted hollow metal, some with glass panels. In all corridors, the ceilings were removed 
during installation of air conditioning ductwork in the 1960’s, and were lowered and covered with suspended 
acoustic tile. Also, all the original wall finishes have been altered. The elevator lobby areas have been altered, 
ca. 1985, covered with drywall and painted, and suspended ceilings have been installed. 

The floorplan within the office spaces was designed to be adapted to meet the tenant’s changing needs and, as a 
result, the building’s current office space plans reflect this design benefit, many having been modified over the 
years. Offices can be as small as one grid within the plan (approximately 20’ x 20’) to as large as the entire 
floor. Originally the office space had three-column iron radiators placed below the windows. Some of these 
remain, while others have been replaced with a forced-air system. The ceiling heights of 9 'A feet have generall; 
not been altered, although acoustic tiles have been attached to them, and in some cases vents for the forced-air 
heating system added. This is also true of the structural columns, which for the most part are the original size 
while others have been built around to house elements of the HVAC system. Some office spaces have had sink: 
installed into them, although all use the bathrooms within the core of the building. The concrete floors have 
been carpeted or have had linoleum tile installed. 
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Postmaster’s Office 

On the fourth floor, the northeast corner contains the office suite of the Chicago Postmaster. While it has had 
alterations in the ancillary spaces and adjoining office/conference room, the corner office has retained much of 
its materials including the mahogany paneled walls with cornice moldings, multi-paned, wood-framed casement 
storm windows, wood radiator covers, doors and door frames, hardware, and the marble walls, and configura- 
tion of the foyer area. The ceiling has been covered with modem materials and lighting, and the floors have 
been covered, but the space retains much of its original feeling and associations. 

Murals 

Floor 10, used by the 6 lh Army Corps, had a different arrangement including open areas instead of only offices 
and corridors, and had different finishes. The office room in the northwest comer of the office section of the 
building was covered with murals close to the time of the completion of the building in 1934. This room 
housed the office of the General in Charge of the Army Sixth Corps, who commissioned artist Charles Turzak tt 
cover all four walls. The subject of the mural is a decorative map of the Sixth Corps area, and includes stylized 
maps with illustrative characters of historic events. The murals were painted in oil on canvas which was glued 
directly onto the plaster walls. 

The murals have subsequently been painted over numerous times. The original room has also been subdivided 
by drywall partitions which are anchored to the original walls, and the ceiling has been lowered below the level 
of the murals, also with anchors that have punctured the murals. A conservator’s report, as a result of spot 
testing, has indicated that they arc salvageable. 

Work Rooms 

The remainder of the building, including both the 1921 and 1934 sections, served as the distribution center for 
the region and is industrial in design. Many areas of the building have been remodeled several times throughout 
the building’s history, due to the changes in technology and the services offered by the postal service. Many of 
the floors have numerous floor level changes to accommodate former equipment and vehicles. The majority of 
the space on each floor is open work space with flexible plans for sorting equipment, and few partitions. The 
floors are concrete with areas covered in different materials, exposed brick walls in most areas, and exposed 
ceilings with mechanical equipment. Exterior walls are typically either painted brick or plaster/drywall. There 
are no wall or cornice moldings. Industrial windows and doors have plain metal surrounds with no applied trim. 
The column spacing is fairly regular at 18 feet east to west and 12 feet north to south. The ceiling heights vary 
from floor to floor, and the floor levels between the office and work spaces do not match up, with higher 
ceilings in the work areas. Finished ceilings are typically not found in these areas of the building - the floor 
structure is exposed and painted. At the eighth floor is the roof of the original United States Mail Building, with 
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the mechanical penthouse structure behind the twelve-foot parapet wall of the central portion. The roof over th< 
comer towers rise to the fifteenth floor with office space in the two north towers and work space in the two 
south towers. 

Original heating for the building consisted of a hot water radiator system running from boilers in the basement 
throughout the entire building. This system has been heavily modified throughout the building’s history. Air 
handling equipment and ductwork has been added throughout the building, primarily to provide cooling. Most 
of the new equipment has been added to the roof, in the penthouse structures. 

Integrity 

The exterior of the building has remained remarkably intact and looks much as it did when completed in 1934, 
including the building form, materials, design, details and fenestration. The most significant alteration to the 
original 1921 structure was the construction of the 1934 addition. The original west facade was encased in the 
new addition, while four bays each at the north and south ends were demolished, including the north portico. 
Also completed at that time was the tunnel running through the ground level of the building, designed to 
accommodate an expressway which was not completed until the late 1 950’s. Another modification to the 1921 
structure consisted of raising the lintels above the east loading docks, and included infilling small windows and 
surrounding wall areas above the loading docks with mismatching brick. An elevated walkway was also built 
between the 1921 building and the neighboring warehouse building to the east. Some windows on the 
remaining 1921 facade have been replaced with ventilation louvers. A large, corrugated metal panel mechanica 
penthouse has been added to the roof. 

Exterior alterations on the 1934 building are primarily at street level and below. Most of the original loading 
dock doors have been replaced, sealed or boarded up. A light well penetrating the north section of the building 
has been partially filled at each end with mechanical rooms clad in corrugated metal panels. As on the facade of 
the 1921 portion, metal ventilation louvers have been installed randomly at various places, replacing original 
windows, to accommodate revised HVAC and mechanical systems. 

While elements have been added to the original design and a few alterations have been made, the main lobby 
remains mostly intact in its form, spatial elements and opulent finishes. Several freestanding post office kiosks 
have been added, probably in the 1970’s. Two large overhead rolling grilles where also added, probably at the 
same time as the kiosks, and span the entire north-south width. Also at the same time, a large, permanent 
canopy was added over the western teller booths, and the booths themselves were altered. These alterations are 
all reversible. The eastern teller booths no longer exist, with the lower spaces between the pilasters open to 
newer post box areas. The perpendicular “leg” portion of the lobby, extending to the expressway, has been 
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demolished to make room for the post box areas and additional loading zones, although there are extant portion 
of the transition area remaining above the suspended ceiling, including ceiling moldings and trim. 

The office areas in the north section of the building have changed uses several times, and now include research 
laboratories, customer service areas and storage rooms. This has led to changing partition walls and office 
finishes, although much of the Postmaster’s office has been preserved. As mentioned, the corridors and their 
finishes have also been changed, and the main office elevator foyers were redecorated in the 1980’s, although 
the plan and sense of the spaces remains. While the upper story work areas have evolved over time with change: 
in technology and operations, the basic utilitarian finishes and the open spaces remain. The general movement 
away from the use of railways as freight carriers led to reorganization and remodeling of the center and south 
sections of the building by post office planners. Most all of the post office equipment has been removed from 
the building, which is now vacant. 
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8. SIGNIFICANCE 
Summary 

The United States Post Office Building in Chicago, commonly known as the Old Chicago Main Post Office, 
located at 433 West Van Buren Street in Chicago, Illinois, has national historic and architectural significance. 
The property meets Criterion A for designation on the National Register of Historic Places for its historic role ir 
mail transportation and distribution, in commercial planning for the city of Chicago, and for labor events that 
shaped history during the depression and beyond. It also meets Criterion C as a significant example of large 
scale post office planning and design in the Classical Revival/Art Dcco transitional style, by the eminent 
architectural firm of Graham. Anderson, Probst and White. The period of significance is from 1921 when the 
United States Mail Building was completed to 1951. the fifty-year cut off for significance to the National 
Register. 

In history, the post office is significant in the areas of communication, transportation, politics/government and 
commerce. As a system of information management, a post office integrates communication, transportation ant 
technology to serve the purposes of commerce. As technology in both transportation and sorting systems 
increased, the speed and range at which information, goods and materials could be exchanged also increased. 
The United States Post Office in Chicago was designed to facilitate movement of information on a broad and 
unprecedented scale, and became the primary mail distribution center of America into the 1950’s. It was also 
the center of the Postal Transportation System, by which mail was sorted en route to locations across the 
country. It was this site which facilitated the movement of Sears and Montgomery Ward catalogs and 
merchandise to every slate in the union. 

The planning of the post office facility was the result of years of negotiations and influences of local and 
national agencies, beginning with the Bumham-Bennett Plan of Chicago in 1909. The plan, promulgated by thr 
Commercial Club of Chicago, led to the post office’s location just west of the Chicago River as a part of the 
Union Station complex, directly over the railroad tracks and centered between the commercial and industrial 
centers of the city. The efficiency occasioned by this deliberate integration of rail, truck, and eventually air 
transportation facilitated the operations. The final realization of the post office in 1934 demonstrated the 
continuing impact of laws, policies and political/economic events at the local, regional, and national levels. 

Important developments in labor history took place at the United States Post Office in Chicago, with efforts to 
integrate the various ethnic and racial groups of Chicago’s melting pot. The labor responsible for processing 
mail and parcel post witnessed the increasing mechanization of labor. As sorting and delivery systems became 
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increasing mechanized to sort an exponentially-increasing volume of mail, postal workers expanded and formec 
new labor unions and became more active in an attempt to enforce the control of labor over machine. Many of 
these actions originated at Chicago’s post office from the 1920’s into the 1950’s. In addition, the full 
employment and expansion of the post office during the depression was an economic boost that gave stability tc 
the region, especially the more recent immigrant groups and the African-Americans. 

The building is architecturally significant in several ways, firstly as a successful example of public monumental 
architecture. The architects adapted elements of the popular Classical Revival style, representative of public 
cultural values, to a massively scaled government function. The structure is an excellent example of the 
integration of design features, facilities and equipment distinctive to a post office function. The Art Deco 
transitional style elements reflected the necessity for simplicity and the desire for modernism. 

In designing the building, the architects and engineers also overcame many structural challenges. The building 
was constructed directly over the railroad tracks of four different railroad companies, and also was designed to 
allow for the incorporation of the expressway directly through the building. In addition, the architects had to 
integrate the 1921 and 1934 structures into a cohesive whole. When the 1934 portion of the building was 
completed, at 2.5 million square feet it was the world's largest post office. This scale makes it a major landmarl 
along the Chicago River in the center of the city, as it forms a literal and symbolic gateway into the city 
straddling the major access thoroughfare of the Eisenhower Expressway. 

The building was designed by the Chicago architectural firm of Graham, Anderson, Probst and White, the 
successor firm to Daniel Burnham's architectural practice after his death in 1912. Ernest Graham, Pierce 
Anderson, Edward Probst and Howard White managed the firm after Burnham's death, and officially changed it 
name in 1917. Graham, Anderson. Probst and White was one of the largest and most prominent firms in the 
United States through the 1920's and 1930’s, and continues to exist under this name. The firm completed many 
of the largest commissions in the Chicago area during the height of its work, including those that influenced the 
design of the post office, such as Chicago's Union Station (1922-1930), Civic Opera Building (1928), and the 
Merchandise Mart (1930). Completed within a ten year period, these buildings redefined the scale and style of 
architecture along the south branch of the Chicago River. Outside of Chicago, the firm also produced other 
landmarks including Cleveland's Terminal Tower and Philadelphia's Thirtieth Street Station, both of which are 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The post office was designed during the firm's peak period, 
and is one of its most elegant and cohesive buildings. The building's simple, well-proportioned massing and 
streamlined detailing represents the highest quality of the firm’s work and of post office architecture. The scale 
of the building among the firm’s work is second only to the Merchandise Mart. 
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Chicago Post Office History 

The main post office in Chicago moved fourteen times before settling in the building at 433 West Van Buren. 
Three of those moves were a result of fire. Three of the facilities had been constructed specifically for the post 
office, but most shared a building previously constructed for other purposes. The first post office building in 
Chicago was constructed of logs, in 1833, at Lake and Water Streets (now Wacker Drive) While half the 
building was post office, the other half was a general store. For a few years prior to 1833, the post office had 
been located in the home of trader John Kinzie, an early Chicago pioneer. The first postmaster for Chicago was 
appointed during this time by President Andrew Jackson, and the mail arrived every two weeks by horseback. 
Beginning in 1801, the “post office” had just been a shelf in the comer of a log cabin, with mail delivery about 
once a month from a foot soldier. By 1833, however, the mail from the east arrived every week, and the 
following year marked the beginning of a four-horse stage line which carried mail twice a week. The mail had 
increased so much in just one year that the post office moved west to a building at the corner of Franklin and 
South Water Streets, where more space was available. In March, 1 836, Chicago received its own postmark. 

This was still at the time that postage was paid by the recipient when the mail was picked up. In 1837 daily mail 
was established with the western states and in 1838 the post office moved again, to the comer of Lake and Clark 
streets. In 1841 the new postmaster William Stuart relocated the post office to a building at the west side of 
Clark Street between Lake and Randolph, where it stayed for over ten years.. 

Until 1847, the postage was paid by the recipient who picked up the mail. In that year, the first United States 
postage stamps were issued, allowing the sender to pay the postage. As the population of Chicago was 
booming, the post office again outgrew its space and began a series of moves. In 1853 it moved to the Ashland 
Block (demolished) on the east side of Clark Street, and two years later to 84 Dearborn Street, adding on the 
building next door soon after. At the beginning of the Civil War, the post office moved into the first government 
building in Chicago, at the comer of Dearborn and Monroe streets. By the end of the war, Chicago’s importance 
as a mail distribution center for the nation was established. It was the distribution point for the east - west mail 
routes, and by 1870 was second only to New York in the amount of business transacted. The Postal Record for 
January, 1872, reports on the business for the preceding year: 

The Chicago post office now ranks second upon the books of the department at Washington in 
regard to business transactions. By this is meant the business which showed a revenue. But the 
facts are, more work is done at the Chicago post office at this time than at any other post office 
on this continent. Chicago is a point that catches mail from every point of the compass. For the 
East, West, North, and South, a great portion touches here and is handled by this office. During 
the past three months on several occasions, a hundred tons of mail matter has been handled a day 
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in this city. Nearly twenty large wagons are required to transport these great mails between the 
post office and the various depots. 1 

This record was in spite of the great fire that occurred on October 9. 1871 which destroyed the government 
building. It was reported that the clerks, working feverishly, saved all of the mail and did not even miss a 
delivery. A temporary facility was immediately established at the comer of State and Sixteenth streets, and then 
by November 1 at the Wabash Avenue Methodist Church at the comer of Harrison, which had survived the 
flames. One event that effected commerce and postal service in Chicago and served to further establish it as a 
distribution center was the founding of Montgomery Ward in 1 872. The first of the national mail-order houses, 
it was followed by Sears, Roebuck and Company at the turn of the century. Not only were the catalogues 
printed and distributed from Chicago, but the merchandise was manufactured and delivered from the city as 
well. By 1873, postal substations were being opened with four by the end of the year. 2 

The post office was again struck by a devastating lire in 1874. but headquarters were maintained at the West 
Division Station at the comer of Halsted and Washington streets for just a month, then moved again to the 
Honore Building at the corner of Dearborn and Adams streets. A few years later, in 1 879, that building was 
also destroyed by fire. While work was rushed on a new government building at Clark and Adams streets, the 
post office again temporarily located, but moved into the new building in the next year. While postal officials 
believed at first that their space problems were solved for many years to come, Chicago continued to grow at 
such a rate that in a short time that building, too, was inadequate. 

In 1 885, congress voted $4 million for a new Chicago post office, and then, in response to a local appeal that the 
new building display architectural merit, it was awarded an additional $25,000 for a special architect. The 
cornerstone was laid in 1899, upon the same location as the previous federal building, but it was not ready for 
occupancy until 1905. By that time, the mail matter had increased almost 300%, and the receipts by 200%, so 
once again, the space was outgrown before it was even opened. As conditions became intolerable, other 
buildings were used, and finally Quincy Station on the west side was built to handle parcel post. 

Planning 

The story of the 1921-34 post office facility begins with the Bumham-Bennett Plan of 1909. Beginning with the 
Chicago street grid and the natural development of the loop, it made sense to bisect the business area between 
the financial and retail centers to the north and the wholesale and warehouse areas to the south with a major 
thoroughfare extending west. This would provide a major artery linking the business district to the area west of 



1 Works Project Administration, 35 Million Letters a Day: A Story of the Chicago Post Office (Chicago: Board of Education, 1941) 
P-4 

2 Ibid., p. 6 
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the river and on to the western suburbs. Burnham envisioned a grand Beaux-Arts inspired geometric scheme 
that underscored the street grid, and as a centerpiece proposed a major civic center just west of the river. 

In 1914, the enabling ordinance for Union Station helped establish the plan, led to the location of the United 
States Mail Building and subsequently to the United States Post Office which wrapped around it. The railroad 
tracks which served the lines from the south covered the area of the proposed expressway west of the river to 
Canal Street. The Union Station ordinance provided for the depression of the tracks east of Canal Street and the 
construction of viaducts, which allowed for the east-west flow of traffic on the expressway. As mail was 
primarily handled by train, the United States Mail Building was conveniently located near Union Station, 
directly over the railroad tracks, it was initially considered part of the planning of Union Station. While many 
portions of the Bumham-Bennett plan were never enacted, the location of Union Station and the Post Office just 
west of the river over the tracks helped to reinforce Chicago as a transportation and distribution center. It also 
helped to maintain a certain vitality in the area west ot the river. 

The United States Post Office is located on the west bank of the Chicago River, just across the river from the 
southern portion of the Loop, which is bounded by Congress Parkway on the south. The city’s business center 
and transit hub. an area roughly a square mile, became known as "the Loop” first for the cable cars, and later for 
the elevated train known as the “El" that by 1900 ringed downtown. This grid continued east to Michigan 
Avenue, and in this area, the buildings that developed were large and blockish, befitting their site. The Fire of 
1871 had given Chicago a clean slate upon which to rebuild and the rise of skyscrapers would eventually 
dominate the downtown area. The reasons for this can be explained two-fold: the area upon which to build was 
restricted by the natural borders of the Chicago River to the west and north and the lake to the east; and the 
desire of business to distinguish itself from the environment it shared with other commerce at the street level. 
Industrial areas developed on the fringes of the Loop, with the central market just to the south of the river early 
on, and later to the west of the river where it turns to the south. Larger and light industrial buildings grew just t( 
the west of the Loop across the river. 

Because of the fire, the forces of business were able to distinguish themselves by using the new building 
technology to literally rise above the less acceptable ways of making a living. Factors that controlled the 
development of Chicago’s central business district were, to a large degree, the city’s historic mapping and 
municipal regulations. Chicago’s large, squarish blocks of about 360 x 320 feet, with streets 60 or 80 feet wide, 
were laid out in the 1 830s. Most blocks were bisected by an alley that ran either north-south or east-west and 
was a public right-of-way, preserving some of the light and air on the interior of the blocks. The development ot 
skyscraper technology during the last decade of the nineteenth century brought larger buildings for commercial, 
industrial and civic uses. The dominant form of construction had moved away from all-masonry construction, 
which encouraged a practical height limit, to the use of steel-frame and curtain wall technology. 
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On September 23, 1915, Mayor William Hale Thompson hosted a luncheon for the Illinois U.S. Congressional 
delegation and the Executive and special Post Office Committees of the Chicago Plan Commission for the 
purpose of discussing the proposed site and type of building for the Chicago post office. Inspired by that 
luncheon, the Mayor then held a special conference on November 1, inviting Secretary of the Treasury Willian 
G. McAdoo, U.S. Post Master General A.S. Burleson, Chairman of the Public Buildings Committee Frank 
Clark, Chairman of the Appropriation Committee John Fitzgerald, as well as the Illinois U.S. Congressional 
delegation, to listen to a further presentation and discussion of this “vitally important matter.” The addresses 
and discussions of that conference, along with the resolution of the Chicago Association of Commerce's 
Executive Committee, supported by prominent citizens such as John Shedd, George Reynolds, James Forgan 
and Chicago members of Congress paved the way for a special hearing by the Committee on Public Grounds 
and Buildings of the House of Representatives on the bill for the purchase of the proposed site. 

At the hearing, which was held on January 7. 1916. testimony was delivered by Mayor William Hale Thompsoi 
Charles II. Wacker. Chairman of the Chicago Plan Commission; Ernest R. Graham, architect; Harry A. 
Wheeler, chairman of the Special Post Office Committee of the Chicago Plan Commission and Joseph Cannon. 
Representative in Congress. Wackcr's testimony stated in part: 

You cannot build too big to meet future needs. . .The story of Chicago’s successive post office 
buildings is one chapter of inadequacy after another. No sooner has a building been finished than 
it has been proven too small for its purposes.. Remodeling, crowding and high-pressure methods 
have been put into effect in vain, the business of the office has always exceeded the 
accommodations provided. And that, gentlemen, in the nation’s second city in population and 

premier producer of postal revenues The proposed Chicago post office will be at the pivotal 

center of the world's greatest postal system. Through the huge railway terminals nearby flows 
the most tremendous flood of postal matter that is centralized at any one point in this country. 

This flood of postal matter in Chicago manifestly affects mail distribution for the entire nation. 

As Chicago is the distribution center of the country, the facilities for that work in our city must 
be on a larger scale than in any other American city. 3 

While Chicago did receive the two block site, it did not immediately receive the full-service building that it so 
badly needed, and construction of the building that it did receive was delayed by World War I. The United 
States Mail Building of 1921 was constructed as a parcel post center and headquarters for the Postal 
Transportation System (PTS). In his speech of September, 15, 1915, Wacker said “The tremendous growth of 

3 “Importance of Chicago’s Postal Problem in the Scheme of Commercial Expansion,” Fine Arts Journal, 1916. 
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the parcels post business must be reckoned with.... The fact that the parcels post business of Chicago already 
exceeds that of any other five cities of the country combined should be remembered. . . .” 4 

Chicago was the nerve center of the mail-train operations, connecting 95 percent of all transit mails directly to 
the proper outgoing train. Chicago, birthplace of the Postal Transportation System, was the biggest hub of 
Railway Post Office (RPO) operations in America. The first Railway Post Office, (RPO), or railway mail car, 
was developed by George B. Armstrong, the assistant postmaster of Chicago in 1 864, introducing the system 
that was later adopted for the nation to provide a faster and efficient system of mail distribution to the west. The 
first trial of this system was aboard a Chicago and Northwestern railroad car on June 9, 1864. Subsequently, the 
Chicago post office became the center for this system. The railway mail car was a practical postal station on 
wheels, so to speak. The car was lined with racks, cases and other equipment for receiving, sorting, and 
discharging large quantities of mail on the go. 5 By 1950, nearly 40 different RPO lines, most of them carrying 
from four to fifteen daily mail sorting trains, converged from all directions. Centered in Chicago were the new 
Chicago Terminal for the system (the United States Mail Building, consolidating many earlier terminals) six 
transfer offices, an airfield, nine division and nine district offices, large railway mail dormitories, organizations, 
and national memorials. 6 

Federal policies and post office design 

While the United States Mail Building was designed by Graham, Anderson, Probst and White in 1919 as part of 
the overall planning for Union Station, the design for the 1934 United States Post Office was completed during 
a short period of United States Postal Service history during which designs from local, private architects were 
utilized and welcomed. Between 1915 and 1930, this was not the case. In 1915, the Secretary of the Treasury 
ordered the implementation of policies that standardized the design of public buildings. Up to that time, under 
the provisions of the Tarsney Act in effect from 1893 to 1912, buildings could either be designed within the 
Treasury, under the Office of the Supervising Architect James Knox Taylor, or submitted to competitive bids 
among private architects and contracted out. Generally, the designs for large projects were produced by private 
architects. Government architecture of the period was most often either a simplified classical style characterized 
by symmetrical massing and unornamented surfaces, or in the Colonial Revival style. Towards the end of his 
tenure, against increased government construction costs, Taylor defended his view that the design process mus 
be individual, and that federal buildings must be built to last and so must be of high quality materials and 
construction. 7 Taylor resigned in 1912, and was succeeded by Supervising Architect Oscar Wenderoth. In 1913 
and 1914 there was little substantive change from Taylor’s policies, except that Wenderoth’s post offices 



4 Ibid. 

5 Ibid., p. 16 

6 Bryant Long, Mail bv Rail: The Story > of the Postal Transportation Service, (New York: Simmons-Boardman, 1951) 

7 Emily Harris, History of Post Office Construction, 1900 - 1940. Report prepared for the United States Postal Service, July 1982. 



